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Abstract 
This study examines the immigrant paradox hypothesis regarding life satisfaction. Using reports constituting an overall sample 
of 501 first-generation immigrant adolescents and 501 native adolescents living in Spain, it was found that immigrant 
adolescents were as satisfied with their lives as their native peers. This remained true regardless of factors such as immigrants’ 
length of residence, age of arrival or mother tongue. 
© 2014 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd. 
Selection and peer-review under responsibility of Encarnación Soriano, Christine Sleeter and María Antonia Casanova. 
Keywords: psychological well-being; life satisfaction; immigrants; adolescents; paradox.   
1. Introduction 
In the current study we focus on life satisfaction, the cognitive component of subjective well-being. This is 
defined as the cognitive evaluations a person makes about his own life (Diener, Lucas, & Oishi, 2005). In this way, 
we study adolescents’ well-being from a positive approach; in contrast with the attention psychology usually has 
paid to negative emotions. The case of young people enriches even further this discussion as there is more research 
about aspects such as depression, anxiety and behavioral disorders than about positive mental health (Gilman & 
Huebner, 2003). This situation is even deeper for immigrant adolescents, where studies have focused on possible 
problems deriving from emigration and/or ethnic minority status. A pessimistic perspective dominated the first 
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psychological studies, where deviations from the mainstream culture were interpreted as negative differences and 
indicators of weakness (López, Prosser, Edwards, Magyar-Moe, Neufeld, & Rasmussen, 2005), assuming that 
immigrant youngsters’ acculturation process had to be inevitably problematic (Stodolska, 2008). 
However, these first approaches are far from the results of current and recent studies. In fact, it seems immigrant 
adolescents are equally adjusted and sometimes even better than natives (Suárez-Orozco & Qin, 2006). Authors 
such as Hayes-Bautista (2004) and García-Coll (2005) call this situation the immigrant paradox as it is 
counterintuitive that immigrants have better outcomes than their native peers taking into account the difficulties the 
immigration process brings along. The immigrant paradox is not a well-established concept, and usually is not used 
per se in research, but rather as an interpretation of the results found. It refers to a broad group of outcomes, such as 
a lower prevalence of mental disorders (Alegria et al., 2008), better academic achievements (Suárez-Orosco, 
Rhodes, & Milburn, 2009), or less substance abuse (Allen, Elliott, Fuligni, Morales, Hambarsoomian, & Schuster, 
2008). In this way, Sam, Vedder, Ward and Horenczyk (2006) point out that the immigrant paradox is used to refer 
to at least three different outcomes in immigrant populations: that they show better adjustment than their native 
peers, that the first generation usually has better levels of adaptation than the second one, and that with time the 
adjustment of immigrant adolescents decreases or converges towards the same level as natives. This last form of 
the immigrant paradox has been called the convergence hypothesis, however, in simple and common research 
usage, this paradox is used to refer to just the first outcome previously mentioned.  
Although some studies have found support for this paradox in countries such as the United States (Harker, 2001) 
or Canada (Beiser, Hou, Hyman, & Tousignant, 2002), in the case of Europe, Sam, Vedder, Liebkinf, Neto and 
Virta (2008) do not provide support for this paradox in the area of the psychological adaptation by comparing 
immigrant adolescents with their native peers in five European countries. In addition, they find nuances based on 
indicator used and cultural group compared. Additionally, the causes are not clear, for example if it is because of a 
loss of the original culture or the acquisition of the new one (Schwartz, Unger, Zamboanga, & Szapocznik, 2010). 
Suárez-Orozco and Suárez-Orozco (2001) refer to the dual frame of reference to explain the reason why many 
immigrants can be successful under conditions that would be unbearable to the great majority of non-immigrants. 
This is a comparison process between “here and now” (current situation in the host country) and “there and then” 
(past situation in the country of origin). Because immigrants quite often leave behind difficulties, even if this new 
country brings along trouble, past problems can make new ones more bearable. Children who have emigrated at an 
early age do not have as vivid a comparative frame; therefore they do not have such an optimistic view. However, 
this explanation collides with the results showing that having emigrated at an early age is associated with an easier 
adaptation in the new country (Berry, 1997). Additionally, it has been reported that spending more time in the new 
country increases immigrant adolescents’ life satisfaction (Briones, Verkuyten, Cosano, & Tabernero, 2012; 
Liebkind & Jasinskaja-Lahti, 2000; Ullman & Tatar (2001). Among the causes, authors point to those 
circumstances that make it easier to adopt the language of the new country. 
There are few studies that focus on adolescents’ life satisfaction, even less in the case of immigrants (Neto, 
2009; Proctor, Linley, & Maltby, 2009). The limited available results cannot confirm if the immigrant paradox 
hypothesis is true for this indicator of psychological well-being; some find that immigrants are more satisfied with 
their life than natives are with theirs (Ullman & Tatar, 2001), others the opposite (Briones, 2008) and others do not 
report differences (Phinney & Ong, 2002; Sam, 1998; Sam et al., 2006). 
The objective of the current study is to analyze if the immigrant paradox is true in the case of life satisfaction in 
immigrant adolescents living in Spain. To do that, we will compare first-generation immigrant adolescents’ life 
satisfaction with their native peers in Spain. In addition, we will test if the age of their arrival, if the time they have 
been living in Spain, and if they came from Spanish speaking countries influence these results. 
2. Method 
2.1. Participants  
Participants were 1002 students of 20 public high schools in Spain, 501 were immigrants (they and both parents 
were born in the same country outside Spain) and 501 were native Spaniards (they and both parents were born in 
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Spain). Participants were evenly split by gender in both groups (49.1% were girls in the immigrant group and 
52.2% in the native group). The age in the sample ranged from 12 to 18 (M = 14.28 years, SD = 1.46, in the native 
group, M = 14.62 years, SD = 1.51, in the immigrant group). The immigrant participants belonged to the first 
generation migrants, they were born in Latin America (67.7%), East Europe (13.6%), Africa (13.2%), Asia (3.6%), 
and 2% from the rest of Europe. Immigrants have been living in Spain for a mean of 4.47 years (SD = 3.17) and the 
mean age at arrival to Spain was 10.14 (SD = 3.43).  Adolescents also reported on their parents’ occupation status. 
This variable was defined as the highest level obtained by either parent, 0 (both parents unemployed); 1 (unskilled); 
2 (semiskilled); 3 (professional). Natives’ parents had higher levels of occupational status (M = 1.27, SD = 0.78) 
than immigrants’ parents (M = 1.11, SD = 0.66), t (985) = 3.32, p = .001, with a small size effect (Cohen’s d = 
0.22).   
2.2. Instruments  
A demographic questionnaire was administered to assess participants’ gender, age, country of birth, country of 
parents’ birth, and parents’ occupational status. Additionally, foreign-born adolescents were asked to report how 
old they were when they arrived to Spain. The Satisfaction With Life Scale (Diener, Emmons, Larsen, & Griffin, 
1985) was used to asses global life satisfaction rated in a Likert scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly 
agree). The one-factor structure proposed by the authors was confirmed by an exploratory factor analysis. 
Combrach’s alphas were adequate, for the global sample (α = .80), as well as for immigrants (α = .78) and natives 
(α = .81). 
3. Results 
To analyze whether immigrants scored higher on life satisfaction than natives, a t-test was computed. The t-test 
showed no significant difference between life satisfaction scores of immigrants (M = 3.66, SD = 0.87) and natives 
(M = 3.67, SD = 0.87), t(1000) = -0.67, p = .502. 
Separate ANOVAs were run to know if there were differences between adolescents’ life satisfaction scores 
taking into account the time immigrants have been living in Spain, immigrants’ age upon arrival and immigrants’ 
mother tongue. Two groups were created based on the time immigrants have been living in Spain, less or equal to 3 
years (n = 231, M = 3.64, SD = 0.84) and more than 3 years (n = 257, M = 3.69, SD = 0.91) and were compared 
also with native immigrants. Results showed there were no statistical differences between groups, F(2, 986) = 4.22, 
p = .656. Two groups were created based on the age immigrants arrived to Spain, under 7 year-old (n = 85, M = 
3.78, SD = 1.03) and 7 or more years (n = 403, M = 3.64, SD = 0.84), and were compared also with natives. Results 
showed there were no statistical differences between groups, F(2, 286) = 1.25, p = .289. Finally, no statistical 
differences were found between immigrants whose mother tongue was Spanish (n = 331, M = 3.68, SD = 0.86), 
immigrants whose mother tongue was different (n = 170, M = 3.62, SD = 0.89) and natives, F (2, 999) = 0.55, p = 
.578. 
4. Conclusion 
Our results do not present support for the immigrant paradox hypothesis, since we did not find that immigrant 
adolescents were more satisfied with their lives than their native peers. However, this result is not against the 
hypothesis, since they did not show lower scores, as other studies carried out in Europe found (Sam et al., 2008). In 
this way, it is remarkable that, despite the difficulties associated with the immigration process, immigrants showed 
equal levels of life satisfaction as natives. This result coincides with Phinney and Ong (2002) Sam (1998) and Sam 
et al. (2006). To explain this result we can offer two explanations. First, one of the difficulties named has been 
immigrants often have a low socioeconomic level, and some authors emphasize that the core of the immigrant 
paradox is that immigrants show better adaptation despite their poorer economic status (Sam et al., 2008; Van Geel 
& Vedder, 2011). In our case, the lack of differences could be due to the fact that immigrants and natives went to 
the same schools and the differences shown between their parents’ level of occupational statuses were perhaps not 
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large enough to refer to a socioeconomic disadvantage. Second, we do not have information about the life of 
immigrant adolescents before emigration to Spain; maybe they were not worse off than the situation they have 
now. It could be that their perceptions about their lives prior to emigrating were more positive and so they do not 
have the dual frame of reference indicated by Suárez-Orozco and Suárez-Orozco (2001).  
In addition, factors which could contradict the paradox were not found. Spending more time in the new country, 
arriving at an early age and share the mother tongue with the new country can provide a better adaptation process 
for immigrants and so increase their psychological well-being. However, these variables did not increase life 
satisfaction indexes, thus, offering no evidence against the paradox 
In summary, we are able to conclude that our study does not support the immigrant paradox hypothesis in the 
area of psychological well-being but that it does not present data against it. 
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